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TEACHING SELF-PROTECTION TO YOUNG CHILDREN
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Self-protective behaviors were taught to three preschool children in order to prevent
the opportunity for abduction. An analogue measure of self-protection was developed
in which confederate adults approached and verbally attempted to lure each child from
the setting, before, during, and after training. A multiple baseline design across subjects
was used. During baseline, all the children displayed susceptibility to the lures. Train-
ing procedures included modeling, behavior rehearsal, and social reinforcement. Within
1 week after training began, all children displayed appropriate responses to all of the
lures both in the training setting and in the community.
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The purpose of this study was to develop
and evaluate a program to teach preschool chil-
dren appropriate responses in the event of a
potentially dangerous interpersonal situation.
Self-protection was defined as reacting in a safe
manner when approached by a potential kid-
napper or child molester.

Over 25,000 children are molested each year
in the U.S., and this number is growing (Law,
1979). For some of these children, the family
condones the molesting, and the molester is a
relative or friend of the family. For the re-
mainder, the family does not condone the mo-
lesting, and the molester is a stranger or relative
stranger. For example, the molester may have
been seen by the child in the neighborhood or
vicinity of the school before the approach was
made. It is this second kind of molesting that
this study was designed to prevent.

Studies of the characteristics of child mo-
lesters revealed that only 10% to 17% of child
molesters used physical force to abduct their
victims (Groth, 1980; Law, 1979). The major-
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ity attempted to develop an association with the
child or entice the child away from safety. These
studies support the contention that most child
abductions can be prevented if children are
taught to resist the inducements and to react
quickly.

Interviews with child molesters disclosed the
startling fact that molesting occurred whenever
the opportunity presented itself (Forgione,
1976). Thus, any unsupervised child might be
considered a susceptible target for a molester.

Preventive approaches in behavior therapy
are scarce (Wilson & O'Leary, 1980). In the
area of sexual deviance, preventive studies are
limited to attempts to hinder the development
of gender identity problems (Rekers, 1977;
Rekers & Lovaas, 1974). There are few preven-
tive studies dealing with child molesting (Bal-
lard, Gipson, Lawson, & Telch, Note 1).

Research on molesting has focused on the
personality characteristics of molesters rather
than on the development of methods to de-
crease the opportunity for molesting (e.g.,
Groth & Bernbaum, 1978; Newton, 1978; Pan-
ton, 1978). Aversion therapy, family counseling
(Forgione, 1976; Groth, 1980), and contingent
confinement (Wong, Gaydos, & Fuqua, 1980)
have been used with some success to treat the
molester after the fact. Such procedures, how-
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ever, are of little value to past victims of the
molesters.

Preventive approaches to dealing with the
problem have centered around educating the
public to the dangers of advances made by
strangers. Operation Lure (Tobias & Gordon,
Note 2) is a program aimed at alerting and
educating parents and school children of the
dangers. Films (Arnold, 1978; B.F.A., 1977;
Davis, 1972, 1975, 1977) and lectures by local
and state law enforcement officials have also
been used. The lectures, films, and other mate-
rials are, however, directed at grade school chil-
dren rather than preschoolers. They often re-
quire complex reasoning skills on the part of the
child, and they sometimes prescribe a rather de-
tailed method of dealing with suspects that is
more suitable to older children. In addition,
there are presently no data on the effectiveness of
these programs in actually enabling children to
resist the lures of strangers in real life situations.

Preschool children were selected for this
study because they are considered highly suscep-
tible targets for kidnappers and molesters. Chil-
dren ages 3 to 5 are entering a period of re-
duced supervision by parents and caretakers.
Both parents of many children this age work
and thus are away from home for extended
periods of time. Also, there are presently no
programs to assist preschoolers in dealing with
potential abductors.

In recent years, experimenters have used sev-
eral techniques to teach social skills to children.
O'Connor (1972) showed that a modeling film,
with or without social reinforcement in the class-
room, produced greater gains in peer interaction
of preschoolers than did social reinforcement
alone. Braukmann, Maloney, Fixsen, Phillips,
and Wolf (1974) showed that a combina-
tion of instructions, rationale, demonstration,
behavior practice, and feedback during training,
along with money for correct performance dur-
ing posttraining, was effective in improving
adolescents' interview behaviors during post-
training. Minkin, Braukmann, Minkin, Timbers,
Timbers, Fixsen, Phillips, and Wolf (1976)

showed the same package to be effective in
training conversational skills in university and
junior high students. Bornstein, Bellack, and
Hersen (1977) used modeling, reinforcement,
and corrective feedback following a role-playing
situation to teach assertive behaviors to children
ages 8 to 12. Assertive behavior was measured
in a lab situation in which adults played the
role of children.

Several questions regarding social skills
training for preschoolers are raised by these
studies. First, in all these studies, no attempts
were made to program or to test for the target
responses in situations in which no treatment
variables (e.g., social reinforcement, money,
adults role-playing children in a lab) were pres-
ent. One important question is which proce-
dures are necessary to produce social skills in
realistic situations in which neither motivational
nor artificial conditions are present. A second
question is whether or not it is necessary to
provide a rationale for responding, particularly
when subjects may be too young to understand
the rationale and when the explanation would
be a delicate one. A final question is whether
children as young as 3 yrs old can be taught to
deal safely with the complex interpersonal situ-
ation posed by a potential abductor. The pres-
ent study attempted to answer these questions.

In order to increase the probability that cor-
rect responses made in the training setting
would occur in the natural environment, two
techniques recommended by Stokes and Baer
(1977) were used in this study. The first tech-
nique is to program common stimuli, that is, to
make the training situation as much like the real
situation as possible. The second is to train suf-
ficient stimulus exemplars. Yeaton and Bailey
(1978) demonstrated the effectiveness of train-
ing in a lifelike setting on the generality of
responding.

In the present study, modeling, behavior re-
hearsal, and social reinforcement were used to
teach self-protection in analogue situations on
the school grounds. Three stimulus exemplars
were trained. Measurement was conducted on
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the school grounds as well as in a community
setting to assess the generality of responding.

METHOD

Participants

The participants of this study were one fe-
male and two male preschool children, ages 3
to 5, of normal intelligence and social skills.
They were selected for this study on the basis
of daily availability and their performance in
an analogue situation in which a "suspect," role
played by an adult confederate, approached and
asked the child to leave the preschool. Children
who readily agreed to leave with the suspect
and thus appeared susceptible to the lure of an
actual child molester were included in the study.
Of nine children screened in this manner, all
but one displayed susceptibility to the lures, and
three met the availability criterion. In the cur-
rent study and pilot studies, approximately 90%
of the children screened agreed to go with the
confederate.

The written informed consent of the chil-
dren's parents was obtained to conduct the train-
ing and measurement. Parents also received in-
formation on their children's performance and
progress at the end of the training program.

Setting
Training took place in three locations within

50 feet of the school building. Measurement
took place in these three locations as well as in
several locations on a sidewalk ranging from
150 to 400 feet from the school and shielded
from view by small trees and shrubs.

Characteristics of Suspects
The suspects used for training and measure-

ment were selected to resemble the typical mo-
lesters arrested in the local area (Note 1), that
is, approximately 80% males, ages 20-35, both
black and white. Suspects used one of three
lures commonly used by molesters: (a) a simple
request for the child to go with the molester;
(b) a request to leave with the implication that

an authority figure (e.g., the child's parents or
teachers) approved of the child's leaving; and
(c) a request to leave with the promise of an
incentive. Specifically, suspects used the follow-
ing script to present the lures:

Simple lure. The suspect approached the child,
said, "Hello," or "Hi, there," and engaged in
small talk, for example, "Nice day, isn't it?"
After the small talk, the suspect said, "How
would you like to go with me and take a walk?"
or "Would you like to go for a walk?"

Authority lure. After small talk, suspect said,
"Would you like to go with me for a walk?
Your teacher said that it was all right for you
to come with me."

Incentive lure. After small talk, the suspect
said, "I've got a nice surprise in my car. Would
you like to come with me and see it?" The sus-
pect did not specify the surprise.

Definitions of Target Behaviors
Interviews with several parents of preschool-

ers indicated they preferred that their child make
a very brief verbal statement, so as not to offend
the good intentions of a benevolent person, but
not so long and detailed as to permit an actual
molester to abduct the child. They also pre-
ferred that their children then quickly move
from the vicinity of the suspect.

Based on these interviews, two target dimen-
sions were delineated, one involving the child's
verbal statements and the other involving the
child's movements. Below are the possible re-
sponses a child could make to a suspect. The
numbers in parentheses indicate the safety rat-
ing given each response, with the most ap-
propriate combination of responses given a
rating of 6 and the least appropriate given a
rating of 0. More detailed definitions of terms
follow:

Goes away from suspect. The child moves
toward the school building for a minimum dis-
tance of 20 feet within 3 sec following either
a verbal response or the lure. (Scored 4 if no
vocalization occurred, 5 if inappropriate vo-
calization, or 6 if appropriate vocalization.)
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Stays near suspect. The child does not move
away from the suspect or moves less than 20
feet away or takes longer than 3 sec to move.
(Scored 1 if no vocalization, 2 if inappropriate
vocalization, and 3 if appropriate vocalization.)
Goes with suspect. The child moves any dis-

tance with the suspect away from the school
building. (Scored 0, regardless of verbal re-
sponse.)
No vocalization. The child says nothing.
Appropriate vocalization. The child says "No,

I have to go ask my teacher."
Inappropriate vocalization. The child says she

or he will go with the suspect, or carries on
small talk with the suspect, or makes any other
verbal response than the ones defined as ap-
propriate.

The criterion response dimensions were those
in which the child said, "No, I have to ask my
teacher" and then ran toward the school build-
ing within 3 sec.
The present study proceeded on the conviction

that a child need not understand the implica-
tions of the situation in terms of a possible
abduction or physical harm. Therefore, no at-
tempt was made to explain the possible conse-
quences. Rather, the children were taught sim-
ply to respond appropriately to any request to
leave the preschool made by a person other
than their parents or teachers.

Observation Procedures
At the beginning of every session, the child's

teachers brought the child outdoors to a desig-
nated location and then pretended to have to
return to the building for some reason. The
teacher then hid from view near the location
or inside the building and observed the child's
motor responses. An adult played the role of a
suspect and approached the child, using one of
the three lures described earlier. A method was
devised for preventing the child from actually
leaving with the suspect. As soon as the child
responded, whether correctly or incorrectly, the
teacher quickly returned to the child, pretending

to have accomplished the fictitious mission. The
suspect quietly moved away, ending the session.
The suspect served as the primary observer,
scoring the child's verbal responses as either ap-
propriate, inappropriate, or no vocalization and
motor responses as either goes with, stays near,
or goes away from suspect.

Reliability Procedures
The teacher served as a reliability observer

for the child's motor response, observing the
movement and scoring the response in the same
manner as the suspect. The suspect wore a tape
recorder concealed on the body to record the
child's verbal behavior, and the tape was scored
by the teacher and compared with the observa-
tions made by the suspect.
An agreement was defined as both observers

scoring the child's verbal and motor responses
identically for one session. Percentage agree-
ment was computed on 80% of the sessions.
Agreement was 100% for all sessions.

Experimental Conditions
Baseline. In this condition, observations were

made of the child's responses to the approach of
a suspect in three outdoor locations within 50
feet of the school building and in the community
setting. All three types of lures were used in
the locations near the school and in the com-
munity to test susceptibility to particular lures
or locations. In order to prevent an association
between going outdoors with the approach of a
suspect, the children were taken outdoors for
several days during which no suspect appeared.
No instructions nor consequences accompanied
the child's responses. The session was inter-
rupted in the natural manner described earlier
as soon as the child responded.

Training. As soon as the child had responded
to the test lure, training commenced. Training
consisted of modeling, behavior rehearsal, and
social reinforcement. Two adult trainers joined
the child and acted out a scene in which one
trainer, the "suspect," approached the other
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trainer, the "child," and used one of the three
lures described earlier. The trainer playing the
role of the child then modeled the desired ver-
bal and motor target behaviors. Next, the child
was asked to rehearse the same scene with the
"suspect" and to respond in the same way as
the model. Finally, the child's responses were
followed by positive social reinforcement if they
were correct. Social reinforcement was occa-
sionally paired with material and activity re-
inforcers (e.g., stickers, playing on the swings).
If the child's responses were only partly correct
or incorrect, the trainer used instructions and
additional modeling and rehearsal until the child
performed the responses correctly once. Re-
sponses were trained to only one lure per day.
Training for each lure ended when the responses
were assessed and correctly performed the next
day.
When responses to the first lure were mas-

tered, responses to the second and third lures
were tested, and, if incorrect, were modeled and
rehearsed, in order to train a number of ex-
emplars. The exact location of each session on
the school grounds was also varied by approxi-
mately 75 feet for the same reason. Sessions
lasted approximately 15 min. Training ended
when the child correctly responded at least once
to each of the three lures over three days.

Generality. After training was completed, ob-
servations were made in the community setting
to determine if the correct responses made dur-
ing training would be performed in a novel
and more naturalistic situation. Measurement
trials in the community setting were set up in
the same manner as those near the school. That
is, the teacher brought the child out on the side-
walk, as though going for a walk, and then left
the child to return to the building for some ficti-
tious mission. Each of the three lures was tested
on a separate day.

Follow-up. Approximately 12 weeks after
training, one observation per child was made
again in the community setting in order to
ascertain the durability of correct responding.

Experimental Design
A multiple baseline design across subjects

was used (Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 1968).

RESULTS

Figure 1 shows the children's responses to
probes made during baseline, training, and gen-
erality conditions. Data in the training condition
were collected prior to training for that day.
During baseline, all the children displayed re-
sponses with a safety rating of 0 or 1. Inappro-
priate responses were made to all three types of
lures both on the school grounds and in the
community. \

During training, all the children acquired the
appropriate verbal and motor responses, those
with a safety rating of 6, to all three types of
lures. Correct responses to the first lure were
mastered in one to three training sessions. Re-
sponses to the second and third lures were ac-
quired in one to two sessions. Thus, training
was completed in five to six sessions, or approxi-
mately 90 min per child.

Although Stan gave an incorrect response to
an authority lure on the sixth day of training,
generality probes were begun the next day for
two reasons. First, the child's family had an-
nounced plans to go on vacation soon, and we
felt it was desirable to collect generality data
before the child left. Second, training with the
authority lure occurred after the probe that day,
and the child performed the correct responses
by the end of the session.

In the generality probes conducted in the
community, all the children responded correctly
to all three types of lures.

Follow-up data were collected on the two chil-
dren who remained at the preschool. Stan cor-
rectly performed the terminal verbal and motor
responses 12 weeks after training was over.
Patty correctly performed the terminal verbal
responses but stayed in the vicinity of the suspect.
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Fig. 1. The level of appropriateness of self-protective responses during baseline, training, and generality

probes in both school and community settings. Closed symbols present data gathered near the school; open ones,
in a location away from the school.

DISCUSSION

The children in this study displayed suscepti-
bility to the lures of suspects before training.
After training, the children displayed a substan-
tial improvement in self-protective skills, from
a pretraining safety rating near 0 to a post-
training one of 6. Further, the children's self-
protective responses generalized to novel sus-
pects and locations. This improvement was fully
maintained at least 3 months following training
for one of the two children tested at that time.
To increase the maintenance of safe responding,
a "booster" training session might be conducted
2 or 3 months after formal training ends.
The children did not respond differentially

to the three different lures before or after train-
ing. We had hypothesized that the simple lure
would be easier to resist than the authority or

incentive lures, but this did not appear to be
the case.

It was not necessary to provide a rationale
for responding in order to obtain good results.
The children appeared sufficiently motivated to
perform the responses without a detailed expla-
nation of the potential danger of leaving with
an abductor.

The package of techniques in this study was
designed to be easily administered and could be-
come a regular part of preschool and elementary
classroom routines. Future studies might attempt
to analyze the contributions of the components
of this effective program.
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